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The Pakistan Arts Council ceased to be a private body and stayed ‘taken over’ and designated by the government as ‘Lahore Arts Council’. This status was a climb down for an organisation which had pioneered the awareness of the importance of culture for a new nation

The laying of the foundation stone for the new Alhamra Art Centre on February 26, 1969, brought the multitude of artists in the country, particularly in Lahore, a step closer to their dream since independence. Following in the footsteps of Alhamra, a Pakistan Arts Council Dacca had been established just one year later. Karachi followed suit. The organisation in Lahore was providing the lead in building a complete arts centre and we were all very proud. It was a dream about to be fulfilled.

Earlier, in 1964, Nippon Electric Company, NEC, established a small TV station in Lahore. All the preparations were done at the Pakistan Arts Council Lahore. I had an active personal association in these initial stages. Later, it moved to its mini studio in the premises of Radio Pakistan and was humorously call TV khokha or kiosk. A few years later, television was taken over by the government of Pakistan and I was called to Rawalpindi PTV Headquarters in 1969 and posted as principal, Central Television Institute, against a joint secretary post in the ministry of information which was, I suppose, transferred to PTV. My task was to train all TV incumbents, producers, technicians, etc, all over Pakistan, including East Pakistan at that time. I had a group of German experts who helped in curriculum development. The assignment was challenging. Technically, the TV station at Chaklala was the training centre of the Institute, but telecasts were also taking place.

In order to cover the whole of Pakistan, I conducted courses in Dacca and Karachi as well. My contact with Alhamra was minimal during this period, although I maintained a lien but the secretary’s position was held by Dr Tassaduq Hussain Khalid.

In 1970, early morning on April 19, tragedy befell our family. Syed Imtiaz Ali Taj sahib and Hijab Imtiaz Ali were attacked with daggers while asleep in their home at Lahore by unknown assailants. It was about 3:00 am that Hijab (my mother-in-law) telephoned me in Rawalpindi while she and Taj sahib were bleeding. I rushed to Lahore with Yasmin and children. Taj sahib was in Mayo Hospital, was operated on by Dr Masud, but could not survive. It was a huge loss to literature, arts, culture, film, and indeed to our family. The whole scenario of our personal lives, mine and Yasmin’s, changed forever. I continued to work with TV but it was getting increasingly difficult to ignore the family in Lahore. The president of Pakistan, Mr Yahya Khan, had constituted a special investigation team headed by DSP Ghani Khan. Mr Manzoor Qadir, the legendary lawmaker, was voluntarily advising on the investigations to reach the murderers, but my presence in Lahore was necessary to give him support. In the meantime, the famous national elections of 1970 got scheduled and I was asked to compile data for the round-the-clock telecast. I researched and put together, in three volumes, the socio-political and demographic analysis of each constituency of East and West Pakistan. After elections, I requested the managing director PTV to allow me to conduct some courses in Lahore, as I did in Dacca and Karachi, to enable me assist the family and the investigations. Surprisingly, the request was not acceded to. I was shocked at the lack of consideration. I chose to resign and avail my lien with the Alhamra in 1971.

During the ensuing period, from 1970 onwards, the national scenario went through turmoil. Major political changes were in the offing. When I returned, a lot of things had changed. Discipline was a casualty. It was typical of the PPP style, particularly after the fall of Dacca.

A campaign against Alhamra started in 1972. It was promoted by Dr Enver Sajjad and a bunch of his companions with little experience of ‘arts management’. He used to deliver fierce speeches in a thatched tea joint near Shimla hill in Lahore. The joint was known as Café de Ghaas Phoos! Enver Sajjad almost seemed to believe that he was the real Mao Tze Tung. He occasionally incited people to gherao and jalao (siege and arson) of the Alhamra (in Bhashani lingo). He succeeded in getting a new board of governors appointed by the Punjab government and dismissal of Justice S A Rahman and all other founder members. I was again notified as secretary. But it was hard to work in the conditions of work supported by the new ‘chairman’.

On top of this situation, my mother, under treatment in England, was found to be in a critical stage. I needed leave, which was denied by Enver Sajjad. My mother died without our seeing each other one last time before her death. It was a grief I have failed to rationalise till date. I felt badly let down and I decided to quit the field of arts.

For me hard times were to follow, including persistent harassment by the new administration of Alhamra. Some elected members of the board, including Mr Masud Akhter, challenged the takeover in the courts. In any case, Dr Enver Sajjad board was removed before the completion of its term and replaced by a board headed by Soofi Ghulam Mustafa Tabassum, and it included Shoaib Hashmi. I made myself unavailable.

The good thing that happened later was that the government started releasing the promised funds. Mr Hanif Ramay as the chief minister took personal interest. However, the Pakistan Arts Council ceased to be a private body and stayed ‘taken over’ and designated by the government as ‘Lahore Arts Council’. This status was a climb down for an organisation which had pioneered the awareness of the importance of culture for a new nation. The ‘membership’ also ceased to exist and the hundreds of big and small artists, and their supporters, who had spent their lifetime in the Alhamra and its canteen, felt left out. Neither the government, nor the governing council showed sensitivity in this matter. They seemed content to be part of the government and its bureaucracy. (To 

be continued)
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